Occupy Hong Kong? <em>Gweilo</em><em> </em>citizenship and social justice by Richardson MJ
1 
 
Occupy Hong Kong? Gweilo citizenship and social justice 
Abstract 
The 2017 election of Hong Kong’s Chief Executive has been the catalyst for recent 
campaigns for social justice. The date marks 20 years since the handover of British 
colonial rule to China (through the 1984 Sino-British Joint Declaration) and 
democracy itself is again being questioned. Ultimately, Hong Kongers are concerned 
with universal suffrage; specifically, that the Chief Executive is elected from just 
1,200 members of an electoral committee in a city of over 7 million people (Census 
2011). Occupy Hong Kong took hold of several areas of the city in 2014, with 
campaigners employing the use of non-violence and civil disobedience to challenge 
social and political injustice; their mantra – ‘Occupy Central with Love and Peace’ 
(OCLP).  
Through a postcolonial lens, this article analyses the political engagement of 
15 white Hong Kong city workers. The biographies of the research participants differ: 
some permanent residents1 who are the children of pre 1997 expatriates2, others 
more contemporary economic migrants. Underpinning this research is the 
Cantonese term gweilo, which is particularly useful in explaining ‘whiteness’ in Hong 
Kong, and I use it to investigate claims about their apparent apathy. Its nuanced 
definitions and meanings are especially significant in the postcolonial era and 
contribute to broader discussions of citizenship and social justice in the city.  
Keywords: citizenship; Hong Kong; Occupy; postcolonial; social justice  
Introduction 
Occupy Hong Kong focussed on the rights to universal suffrage, a fair and 
transparent electoral system and ultimately an open democratic process. The 
campaign was marked by the use of yellow umbrellas, protective face masks and/or 
protective eye goggles. These symbols of pacifism were employed against the 
violent use of pepper spray and tear gas by police. #OccupyCentral became the 
epithet for the movement via social media with the umbrella, emblematic. Pro-
democracy movements have been active in Hong Kong for some time, with the 2017 
election of Hong Kong’s Chief Executive being the latest catalyst in campaigns for 
social justice (Tse 2015; 2016). Newly appointed Chief Executive, Carrie Lam, has 
been greeted as another puppet of Beijing, after serving as the second in command 
to the previous Chief Executive, Leung Chun-ying.  
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In the 20 years since the handover of British colonial rule to China (1997) 
through the 1984 Sino-British Joint Declaration, democracy has been repeatedly 
questioned. The people of Hong Kong have been striving for universal suffrage, 
challenging a process that sees the Chief Executive elected from just 1,200 
members of an electoral committee in a city of over 7 million people (Census 2011). 
Occupy Hong Kong took hold of several areas of the city in 2014 through the use of 
non-violence and civil disobedience in a campaign against social and political 
injustice. Ortmann (2015: 32) asserts that the “very slow progress of democratic 
reforms in Hong Kong is, however, due to the ruling elite”. The elite referred to 
comprises of the authoritarian government in China and Hong Kong’s senior 
business figures. Both share concerns over greater autonomy in the Special 
Administrative Region (SAR); albeit for different reasons. Chinese authorities fear 
greater autonomy in Hong Kong will add pressure to its own one party leadership, 
while business leaders are concerned that more representative politics will weaken 
their hold in the city through a greater distribution of wealth and more stringent 
regulation. Even in early commentaries of Occupy Hong Kong, questions were 
raised of the emphasis placed on inequality within the movement: 
“Popular analyses of bourgeoning political agitation around universal suffrage 
in Hong Kong often side-step an inconvenient reality – that the underlying 
story is not simply about relations with the mainland or concerns over its 
authoritarian ways, but rather about massive social inequality and the 
diminishing opportunities available to many Hong Kongers” (Carroll 2014: 
Online).  
Of course, investigating the relationship between inequality, citizenship and social 
justice is not new within geography. Staeheli and Nagel’s (2012) work on the “Arab 
Awakening” and Horschelmann and El Rafaie’s (2014) study of transnational 
citizenship draw such connections; in doing so, they highlight how the promotion of 
civic engagement is often critiqued for its underlying neoliberal agendas (Basok and 
Ilcan 2006; Fraser 2007). By focussing discussion in this article on empirical 
contributions of white city workers, the work aims to shed light from an elite 
(neoliberal) perspective.  
In investigating the absence of ‘whiteness’ in Occupy Hong Kong, a threefold 
analyses emerged to explain a lack of political engagement. This postcolonial and 
racial lens on urban social justice in Hong Kong builds, in particular, on the work of 
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Knowles and Harper (2009) and Leonard (2010). Intersectional analyses have been 
conducted elsewhere – albeit with a religious rather than racial focus (for this see 
Cloke, Sutherland and Williams 2016; Tse 2015; Tse 2016). More specifically 
though, this article responds to calls from Fechter & Walsh (2010 in a special issue 
of the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies) for further research into i) who else 
inhabits transnational space beside expatriates and locals; ii) the perspectives of 
locals on expatriate experience; iii) the changing status of white expatriates in 
postcolonial contexts. Cranston (2017) begins to answer these key questions, in 
particular, on the axiomatic nature of expatriate identification. She goes on to state 
“we should not see the term ‘expatriate’ as axiomatic in describing this type of 
mobility, as we need to pay attention to the political context in which the term is 
enmeshed” (Cranston 2017: 1). In bringing together the work on elite transnational 
migration to investigate citizenship and social justice, the paper explicates the 
political context.   
This article explains the role of gweilo in relation to social justice and develops 
understandings of the contested nature of expatriate experience. This will contribute 
to what Rogaly and Taylor (2010: 1336) highlight as the “racialization evident in 
discussions of migration”. The crux of the paper’s contribution builds on what 
Cranston raised herself in her recent article. She points out that work in this field 
(transnational mobility and migration) tends to focus first on “exploring how an 
expatriate identity is produced in relation to encounter, and second, modelling the 
expatriate as a category” (2017: 3) and that crucial to productive analysis is to 
discuss this identification and categorisation relative to other migrant groups. It is for 
these reasons that my own research is mindful of the self-declaring (axiomatic) 
nature, through the longitudinal nature of the work it corroborates stated opinions, 
experiences and encounters with Hong Kong Chinese and asks questions of what 
forms citizenship takes among these white city workers. 
What follows in this article is structured around four sections, and a following 
conclusion. The first considers occupying here, there and everywhere as the 
particularities of Occupy Hong Kong are set against a wider discourse of Occupy 
movements. The second explains the explicit role gweilos play in understanding 
racial identity politics in Hong Kong. The third presents the threefold analysis which 
emerged from the empirical data (postcolonial burden, arrogant apathy and 
pragmatic resignation). The fourth puts forward gweilo citizenship as a means to 
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successfully integrate white city workers into Hong Kong society. This key 
contribution tackles the call for future research as set out by Fechter and Walsh 
(2010) and the development of these ideas by Cranston (2014, 2016, 2017). It is 
through the promotion of gweilo citizenship – a more politically engaged and socially 
responsible residency where active participation and affective citizenry are seen to 
address inequality and tackle injustice. The work expands notions of citizenship and 
social justice by accounting for the geographies of social change in the postcolonial 
city.   
Occupying here, there and everywhere 
Occupy Hong Kong gained the external label of Umbrella Revolution (due to 
campaigners’ symbolic use of umbrellas in the face of police challenge) and officially 
lasted from September 28th to December 15th 2014, although physical remnants of 
Occupy Hong Kong were still very much part of the urban fabric when I returned to 
the city to lead an undergraduate fieldtrip in March 2015. The ephemeral aspects 
were starting to fade (Figure 1) though the embodied occupation was still present 
(Figure 2). As Halvorsen (2015) notes, materiality has already been acknowledged 
as significant within work on the geographies of occupation, namely through the work 
of Arenas (2014) and Vasudevan (2015). Indeed before this, in the 2012 special 
issue of Social Movement Studies, Pickerill and Krinsky outline eight reasons 
Occupy matters: including the making of space; the crafting and repeating of 
slogans; and the ritualising and institutionalising of protest. This making, crafting and 
ritualising of protest was almost exclusively ethnic Chinese. 
 
RichardsonFigure1.docx 
Figure 1 – Occupy poster in Mong Kok, HK: Image taken by author. The traditional Chinese characters read in Cantonese 
as “I want true universal suffrage”. 
 
RichardsonFigure2.docx 
Figure 2 – Occupy encampment in Central, HK: Image taken by author. Written in both English and Cantonese “Umbrella 
Movement”. 
 
In homage to Juris’ (2012) work on #Occupy Everywhere, this section positions the 
particularities of Occupy Hong Kong against the backdrop of the global Occupy 
movement. As Juris (2012: 271) advises, to better understand the effectiveness of 
#Occupy movements they “will have to be empirically assessed through ongoing 
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comparative ethnographic research”. In reviewing relevant literature I return to the 
first “Occupy” movement, in Wall Street, New York in 2011. Roberts (2012: 755) 
explains: 
“OWS’s [Occupy Wall Street’s] modus operandi was not new. Many of its 
organizers had been involved in antiglobalization demonstrations at trade and 
economic summits over the preceding 15 years. It was in the antiglobalization 
movement that activists refined their skill in using new communications 
technologies to build loosely structured protest networks”.  
OWS was born then out of a volatile political climate which followed the Arab Spring 
as well as the Spanish indignados (anti-austerity) movement (Abellan et al 2012).  
Whether via Twitter revolutionists or a traditional street protestors, Occupy held a 
significant presence and continues to carry traction within the current political climate 
(Deluca, Lawson and Sun 2012). The term has become ubiquitous with social 
movements everywhere and carries with it an interpellation – as Althusser (2001) 
would attest, that which brings into being. The movement creates a sense of global 
citizenship, mobilising, for example, much more localised issues such as protests 
against student tuition fees (Hopkins and Todd 2015). #Occupy encourages active 
citizenship (see later section on gweilo citizenship) either ‘in support of’ or ‘in 
opposition to’, discrediting a passive response by its very provocative stance. Yet it 
is this passivity that shaped much of my research findings. Those not occupying 
Hong Kong were not doing so as ‘contentious objectors’, rather their elite status 
(enabled through white privilege) created an environment where disengagement was 
simply normalised and deemed apolitical.   
Judith Butler eloquently stated: “revolution sometimes happens because 
everyone refuses to go home” (Butler 2015: 98; as cited in Shaw 2017: 117) and the 
production of these spaces are as Pickerill and Chatterton (2006: 735) claim “spatio-
temporal strategies”. Within occupations of urban ‘public’ space is however, the 
issue of rights to the city. The ability to claim public space is always power laden and 
citizens of Hong Kong have a unique relationship with its public space. Hong Kong is 
well versed in the ‘occupation’ of public space (namely Filipino domestic workers on 
their day off every Sunday) though it is less used to the occupation of its public 
spaces by Hong Kong Chinese. Mention here of the more mundane and everyday 
occupations of public space in Hong Kong speaks to Fechter and Walsh’s (2010) 
question of who else inhabits transnational space. These “weapons of the weak” 
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(Scott 1985) are employed every Sunday yet in Occupy Hong Kong it is the middle 
class and professional composition of the social movement that ensured it gained 
traction. Equally white city workers, labelled in other studies as “mobile 
professionals”, “privileged migrants” (Fechter and Walsh 2010: 1199) or “skilled 
international migrants” (Cranston 2017: 1) tend to congregate in private, elite spaces 
within the city. What is important to note in Occupy Hong Kong, is the collective 
mobilisation of well educated, politically oriented Hong Kong Chinese. This alters 
power structures making these occupations the ‘weapons of the well-educated’. 
Social justice was being called for by ‘good’, hardworking Hong Kong citizens which 
makes them harder to ignore and more difficult to silence.  
A student strike in late September 2014 (objecting to Beijing’s decision to 
impose restrictions on the election of the Chief Executive of Hong Kong) proved to 
be the stimulus. However, a demonstration had been planned for over a year 
beforehand when ‘Occupy Central with Love and Peace’ (OCLP) first announced 
(January 2013) an occupation of a main road in the city’s commercial district 
(Central) if the government refused to implement universal suffrage. This had been 
promised by Chinese government authorities as early as 2007. OCLP was organized 
by academics Benny Tai (Associate Professor of Law at the University of Hong 
Kong) and Chan Kin-man (Associate Professor of Sociology at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong), along with Reverend Chu Yiu-ming (Minister for the Chai 
Wan Baptist Church in Hong Kong and Chairman of the Hong Kong Democracy 
Network).  Nevertheless, Ortmann notes that (2015: 33): 
“The Umbrella Movement is deeply rooted within Hong Kong’s political history 
and its protracted democratization process. While the British colonial 
administrators envisioned democratization immediately after World War II, 
opposition from the Chinese government brought these early attempts to an 
end”.  
What followed OCLP’s conception was a series of public debates, a well-received – 
yet unofficial – referendum, scenes of civil disobedience and what became the 
largest mass protest movement Hong Kong has ever witnessed. I was gripped, not 
least because of the undergraduate fieldtrip I run every year to the city, but more 
widely because the movement gained international recognition and was widely 
praised for its promotion of positive and peaceful protest. Hong Kongers I spoke with 
proudly boasted of the significance of their peaceful protest which was only 
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heightened in the wake of recent more violent protest elsewhere around the world 
(UK riots in 2011; Black Lives Matter protests across the US in 2016). Indeed the 
priority of ‘Occupy Central with Love and Peace’ sets it apart from earlier Occupy 
movements which were marked by such violence (Gitlin 2012; Roberts 2012). Chris 
Hedges, a prominent figure within OWS, writes about the disunity and disruption 
caused by Black Bloc anarchists, and describes them as “the cancer in Occupy” 
(2012: Online) – believing the criminal behaviour holds back the progressive 
ambitions of Occupy more broadly.  
As has been explained, while the official ‘occupation’ of Central Hong Kong 
lasted for 79 days, its presence was felt for significantly longer in Central as well as 
across the city in the areas of Admiralty, Wan Chai, Causeway Bay and Mong Kok. 
Indeed legacies of this movement continue to shape Hong Kong and dominate the 
political landscape between Hong Kong and the outside world (Hoyng and Es 2014; 
Ortmann 2015). Interestingly, a more militant, localist (Hong Kong Chinese) 
movement has taken on a greater significance in the aftermath of Occupy Hong 
Kong; where points of tension often revolve however around border politics and the 
lax governance of mainland Chinese ‘tourists’.  
The role of gweilo 
The Hong Kong movement was primarily driven by demands for universal 
suffrage and challenging the knock-on effects of the business oriented – unelected – 
Hong Kong leadership. These were blamed for the exacerbation of social 
inequalities, and more specifically, pushing up living costs ever higher and blocking 
routes to social mobility. Consequently a vicious cycle is formed by the economic, 
and often white, elite; their presence in the city is a major factor in increasing social 
polarisation. Ironically, it is the very pressures of long working hours and corporate 
neoliberal culture of ‘Asia’s global city’ that led many white city workers to grow tired 
of the disruption Occupy Hong Kong brought to their lives. 
The empirical evidence in this article is threefold with the political engagement of 
white city workers in Hong Kong mirrored by their nuanced appropriations of the term 
gweilo. A later section will analyse the research findings in relation to social justice 
through an exploration of active and affective citizenship. As way of introduction to 
the analysis however, the first theme that emerged is that of postcolonial burden – a 
phenomenon marked by white privilege as an inhibiting factor to political 
engagement. This position becomes manifest as a contested identity, one where 
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some efforts are made to integrate (such as the speaking of Cantonese or cultural 
consumption).  
Secondly, and more critically, there is what I perceived as arrogant apathy – 
an identity which is epitomised by the manufacture of a craft beer (see Figure 3): 
 
Figure 3 – Source: http://gweilobeer.com/  
In addition to the literal definition provided in Figure 3, participants spoke of more 
colloquial understandings of the term gweilo such as “white devil”; “white monkey”; 
“crazy white person”; “Western foreigner”; “ghost person”; “ghost foreigner”. One 
participant (White British who was born in Hong Kong), who felt the postcolonial 
burden particularly, heavily stated: 
“For me it means a spoilt, over-privileged, wealthy, egotistical white man”  
Moreover, and irrespective of an exact definition, the appropriation demonstrates an 
embrace of a derogatory term, which in turn, is rendered impotent; such is the power 
of white privilege.  
The third strand of analysis is conceptualised as pragmatic resignation. This 
stance is marked mainly through an economic view of life in Hong Kong (inherently 
linked to the working identities of many white residents, especially those without 
permanent resident status). The pragmatic resignation – or acceptance – that the 
Occupy movement was futile, stems from an attitude that the sun has already set on 
the Hong Kong they have known and valued (Phillips 2014). However when 
speaking with an academic colleague (who is Hong Kong Chinese), I was told that in 
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this tense political climate, there was no hope for implementing change, and that he 
was already looking at work opportunities in other countries. From an economic 
perspective, white city workers pointed to significant statements such as Hong Kong 
and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC) maintaining its headquarters in London 
and rejecting a move back to Hong Kong (BBC 2016). Furthermore, the 
aforementioned colleague pointed to the control at the top levels of Hong Kong 
universities already based in Beijing. Those who adopt this pragmatic position, 
perceive Occupy Hong Kong as profligate. This position already sees Beijing’s 
influence being too strong, with no way to reverse the process.  
Sensitivities to these concerns are inevitably heightened within the 
postcolonial context; researching as a white British man in Hong Kong elevates an 
awareness of my embodied presence. More appositely, the recent work of Griffiths 
raises the notion of postcolonial positionality, the turn inwards to further investigate 
postcolonial theory, or put simply, “postcoloniality” (2016: 2; see also Besio 2003; 
Madge 1993; Potter 1993; and Siddaway 2000). This approach, itself informed by 
postcolonial feminism (Sharp 2009) helps to explain the white privilege of myself as 
researcher and also crucially of my participants. Positionality has long been debated; 
indeed, I have written elsewhere about the importance of the shifting nature of 
researcher positionalities (Richardson 2015a; 2015b) and note that some self-
reflexive writing has been critiqued as self-indulgent (Kobayashi 2003; Mansson 
McGinty et al 2012). I clarify its purpose in this research, as helping to articulate the 
perceived privilege that a white academic status permits and how it impacts upon a 
study of the city’s gweilos. As Longhurst et al (2008: 213) state: 
“In discussing our own bodies as researchers and our participants’ bodies, 
we can begin to establish relationships. We situate ourselves not as 
autonomous, rational academics, but as people who sometimes 
experience irrational emotions including during the course of the research. 
Emotions matter. This enables geographers to begin to talk from an 
embodied place, rather than from a place on high”. 
In this research, where I conducted participant observation with white city 
workers in their homes, workplaces and social spaces before, during and after 
Occupy Hong Kong, relationships were of course established. Based primarily 
on participant assumptions, this “place on high” was significantly lowered. I, like 
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my participants, was subject to the label of gweilo. I visited their offices, homes 
and social spaces around the city (both city bars and coffee shops) as well as 
private members sports clubs. I was afforded the same privileges as my 
participants as I experienced the city. Similar reflections are drawn in Cranston’s 
work in Singapore (2017: 5) where she discusses the “white man’s wave”; an 
intercultural encounter where whiteness permits access to private spaces.  
 Participants read a lot into my identity, in particular by drawing on 
notions of what Bourdieu (1984) calls social and cultural capital: educational 
attainment, sporting interests and embodied characteristics. Through an analysis 
of these assumptions, an embodied politics emerges as important to the 
interrogation of social and cultural capital. My white, British, male, academic 
status saw me often read as an equal. So the labelling as gweilo takes place 
internally, as well as externally across racial divides. While not adopting the 
oppositional subject positions (and racialised diaspora perspectives) of Jazeel 
(2007) or Noxolo (2009), what marks this research is the assumed homogeneity 
of researcher and participant. While acknowledging that my very presence in 
Hong Kong positions me somewhere on, what Besio (2003: 28) calls the 
“coloniser-colonised” continuum, I claim some critical distance. Like Griffiths, I 
would state that the horrors of the British Empire are “not my skeletons” (2016: 
4) although I heed the advice of Griffiths – and Reay before him (1997) – in 
warning of the over-assertion of classed difference. I instead seek to articulate 
difference on a more practical level. At times, discussions I observed – and was 
expected to participate in – especially when revolving around working in Hong 
Kong were conducted as if in a foreign language. The numbers, percentages 
and figures woven into the everyday speak of working life were alien to me. I 
could converse freely with the two teachers of the study but with the thirteen 
others who worked for, and as, the city’s business elite this was lessened 
dramatically (a difference also noted in the work of Knowles and Harper [2009] 
and Leonard [2010]). 
 Even as I sat in a coffee shop in Hong Kong making revisions to this 
article, I was overhearing conversations spoken in English with content almost 
as impenetrable to me as the baristas’ Cantonese. My presence in the company 
of these white city workers therefore ‘makes the familiar, strange’ (Mannay 
2010). I look like a gweilo but I cannot contribute to the city in the way I am 
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expected to. This led, I argue, to open and frank discussions of citizenship and 
social justice which would otherwise have not emerged in a less critical analysis 
of racial homogeneity.  
Themes of analysis 
As earlier stated, the critical discussion in this article is structured on three key 
standpoints which emerged from the data collected: postcolonial burden; 
arrogant apathy and pragmatic resignation. Each section is covered with 
empirical observations as well as informed by relevant literature.  
Postcolonial burden 
With regard to Occupy Hong Kong, the position of postcolonial burden is 
performed by empathetic onlookers. An attitude emerges that the Occupy 
movement is not their fight, though equally, it is opined that their presence would 
be damaging to the movement. This idea insists that a more prominent white 
presence in the movement could enable a mainland Chinese critique that 
Occupy Hong Kong is a hangover from an imperial past. There is also a feeling 
among some participants that ethnic Chinese Hong Kongers would not welcome 
their involvement due to, what is claimed by some participants, to be an 
inferiority complex. 
 An oft-cited example is the use of spoken English in the workplace.  
When a participant leaves the room, their colleagues revert back to talking in 
Cantonese (although this in itself has its own level of complexity with the 
increasing pressure that Mandarin presents). Participants who feel a postcolonial 
burden recognise offence in the term gweilo and while resenting it, understand it. 
They can explain their distance from the movement and lack of public 
engagement in the following terms: 
“Since arriving in HK it is very clear that although I may work and live in HK, 
any further interaction with the locals beyond work would be quite 
limited.  Culturally the locals are very different.  They like different food, have 
different interests, have been educated differently, have been conquered and 
ruled by different countries (British, Japanese, Chinese) and all very 
recently.  Most live with their entire families due to the cost of living.   They 
spend their weekends watching movies and ‘resting’ whereas the expats will 
try to get out of their apartment, drinking or playing sport.   
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I am very mindful that I am in their country.  I think that there are a lot of locals 
that despise the expat community, we generally get paid more, take better 
jobs and we have the ability to leave and go home if things go wrong.  We 
drive up the cost of living (housing, food, transport).  That being said, there 
are a lot of HK locals that are very appreciative of the expats.  The British 
colonialization has led to vast fortunes and good business opportunities for 
most” 
(White Australian, lives and works in Hong Kong). 
This extract typifies the position of postcolonial burden. Responses are engulfed in a 
sense of guilt; an awareness of their privilege. This position of postcolonial burden is 
more likely to be adopted by permanent Hong Kong residents though as the above 
example serves to explain, the pressure can still be felt by newer migrants. This 
participant has been in Hong Kong less than five years, he feels comfortable in Hong 
Kong and this is in no small part due to his white privilege. The same levels of 
workplace isolation and racially segregated social life would make – and indeed do 
make – life very difficult for non-white migrants.  
 What also becomes clear through my research is a hierarchy which is linked 
to length of residency in Hong Kong. Leonard (2010) identifies this also and points to 
pre-handover workplace perks (more favourable work contracts, free education for 
children, spousal allowances etc.) as leading to superior attitudes over newer 
workers. Within my research this differentiation stems from individuals who are from 
families who have cross-generational experience of the city. These people have 
grown up, attended school, and/or worked in the city for most of their lives:  
“It’s tough, as unfortunately a lot of white people think they are better than 
locals as they have moved to Hong Kong to live the good life, and some 
people believe that locals are a lower grade/class. It raises the argument 
why do people who have moved to Hong Kong from the Western World 
call themselves ‘expats’ and anyone who moves from a poorer country 
are considered ‘immigrants’? There unfortunately is a presence of a 
superiority complex amongst foreigners who have moved to Hong Kong 
with very high salaries who get drunk in Lan Kwai Fong and Wan Chai 
and think they own Hong Kong. On the contrast there are locals who 
believe that gweilos have everything presented at their feet and that 
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they’ve never had to work for anything in their life. So it is a very delicate 
situation and one that is hard to find a balance; especially for someone 
like my brother and myself. We see Hong Kong as home but we aren’t 
seen as locals by Chinese locals and we are seen as expats by all; but we 
don’t feel like expats” 
(White British, born in Hong Kong). 
These participants are aware of differences between themselves and newer ‘expats’ 
(Cranston 2014; 2016; 2017; Leonard 2007; Walsh 2006; 2011) – and are keen to 
stress the distinction – however they also claim that this goes unnoticed by most 
Hong Kong Chinese. Indeed, what I argue is an exclusive racialized (and to a lesser 
extent classed) identity, is best captured by a recent article in The Guardian: 
“It’s strange to hear some people in Hong Kong described as expats, but not 
others. Anyone with roots in a western country is considered an expat … 
Filipino domestic helpers are just guests, even if they’ve been here for 
decades. Mandarin-speaking mainland Chinese are rarely regarded as expats 
… It’s a double standard woven into official policy” (Koutonin 2015: Online). 
This is where political engagement can prove particularly problematic for those 
participants who feel a postcolonial burden. Some are keen to distance themselves 
from the label of expat, which carries with it an elitist notion. In a way different to 
Leonard’s (2010) findings – length of residency created an investment in the city 
beyond monetary terms. The pre-handover perks, without doubt, can be generously 
quantified, but their effect as ‘tied employment’ begins to develop a greater 
emotional citizenry. As the above example indicates, this is more the preserve of 
longer term residents over their newer compatriots. Currently, it is much more likely 
to become ingrained for the longer term migrants through schooling, housing and 
permanent resident status (Ku and Pun 2004). Yet despite an empathetic outlook 
and the beginnings of emotional citizenry, this fails to translate into political action. 
The inaction of these individuals led to a compliance with the oppressive system and 
continues to mark Hong Kong society as unjust.     
Arrogant apathy 
The position of arrogant apathy that emerged from the research fits with the 
stereotypical Western playground attitude that is rife in colonial discourse (Phillips 
2014). Participants here would point to the “natives” (to mean ethnic Chinese Hong 
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Kongers) as not wanting their involvement and would intimate that their Western 
integration would not be welcomed. The attitude is, in my view, ignorant to structural 
barriers which prevent integration. It is also more damaging to the social movement 
than the guilt and/or ambivalence of a postcolonial burden. Equally the position 
enables individuals to portray that they are excluded from engagement and social 
integration rather than acknowledging their elitist, apathetic and self-exclusionary 
practices:  
“I’ve been here for over 18 months and I only tried Dim Sum for the first time 
last week. Thing is, the natives don’t really want us to integrate. They don’t 
really drink either and so we don’t have much common ground. I socialise 
mainly through the expat community but I can’t say that I stray far from that 
community at all having not spoken any other languages apart from Australian 
and American!”  
(White British, lives and works in HK). 
These individuals see no offence in the term gweilo as no harm is felt by it. Such is 
their elite standpoint, they see themselves as untouchable. They are in many ways 
‘bubbled’ and carry this social vacuum throughout their lives in Hong Kong, as the 
above flippant remarks indicate. They have no emotional connection to the city. 
These types of responses were limited to a few individuals but are nevertheless 
significant, especially when remembering they were elicited through a questioning of 
solidarity with a host society. Ortmann (2015:37) writes of the “symbiosis” of the 
political and business elites and that because “the colonial government did not enjoy 
the legitimacy of an elected government, they sought to co-opt this business elite 
instead”. Certainly the attitudes of some individuals carry this legacy, and this in 
essence is what the arrogant apathetic standpoint captures.  
 White city workers have enjoyed great opportunities in Hong Kong; fears that 
this would disappear in a postcolonial setting have been allayed and they continue to 
command large salaries and enjoy an elite existence (notwithstanding some of the 
restrictions to this as pointed out by Leonard [2010]). This research offers similar 
stories of social mobility and class progression for white expatriate workers who 
managed to gain employment, and confirms that race supersedes class in dividing 
society in Hong Kong. While apathy runs throughout the sample, arrogance does 
not.  
Pragmatic resignation 
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For some, Hong Kong was and will only ever be seen as a Western playground. The 
city was there to be used and it was fun while it lasted; so the narrative goes. Hong 
Kong is not (yet) dead for these individuals but their contingency plans/escape 
routes/next ventures are already lined up. The upwardly mobile nature of these white 
city workers promotes a conscious disengagement from Occupy Hong Kong; though 
this is more about nurturing a skilled migrant trajectory than any critical comment on 
the social movement. 
A key point to note is that while public support for the 79 day Occupy Central 
remained high, for my participants, their empathy waned primarily due to everyday 
practical issues (most commonly a prolonged commute). Similar experiences have 
been felt in and among Occupy movements elsewhere. Gessen et al (2011: 57) 
describes neighbouring residents of the Zuccotti Park site in New York driven 
“apeshit crazy” by what Roberts (2012: 757) explains as “an unrelenting circle of 
drummers [who] alienated sympathetic neighbours”. Even the collective, Writers for 
the 99% (2012: 64) acknowledge “a real sense of mutual antipathy” that emerged 
between local residents and OWS protestors. Additionally, in my research, 
participants talked of a “tiresome” campaign that impacted their access to public 
transport: “which is not what you want after a long day at work”.  
On a visit to one participant’s workplace (shortly after the main Occupy 
encampments had been officially dispersed) the issue of commuting was raised. As 
we stood at the base of a prominent skyscraper in Admiralty, we were already 
towering above Queensway, the main road through Hong Kong’s central business 
district. Both as a symbolic – and literal – vantage point, the research participant 
through his bemoaning of the banality of commuting highlighted the extent to which 
elite white city workers’ priorities do not align with this campaign for social justice. 
Compromise and sacrifice are the means to progressive politics and were required 
during Occupy Hong Kong, yet they seem alien (and the antithesis) to most white 
city workers. Here it is the uncompromising selfishness of big business that is king.  
In this sense then, it is the embodied practice of occupation and the disruption 
caused by the emplacement of these bodies that challenges the metabolism of the 
urban environment. With mobility as the “pulse of the community” (Burgess 1925: 59 
cited in Sheller and Urry 2000) then immobility not only challenges the metaphorical 
heartbeat of the city, but the physical movements of its people and therefore the 
support of non-protesting residents. 
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Towards a gweilo citizenship? 
Whether citizenship is conceptualised as a constitutional-legal status tied to certain 
rights and responsibilities; or practised by people as they negotiate their identity 
formation and spaces/communities of belonging; or even as embodied, emotional 
and affective, it can serve a role in tackling social justice (Ku and Pun 2004). 
According to Johnson (2010: 496): 
“The broad concept of ‘affective citizenship’ used here emphasises that the 
recognition and encouragement of emotions has long been part of the very 
way in which citizenship itself is constructed”.   
Johnson continues by explaining that the affective qualities of citizenship are 
explored through the ways in which intimate emotional relationships are governed by 
the state; as well as how citizens are encouraged to feel about each other in public 
domains. Drawing from Askins work on emotional citizenry and intentional spaces of 
intercultural encounter, it is the everyday geographies of befriending and belonging 
where “such citizenry is engendered through local spaces though not place-bound, 
and enacted via desires to belong and quests for recognition” (2016: 525). 
Conventional notions of citizenship posit that political awareness along with 
emotional intelligence are valuable for social cohesion and that when societies lack 
‘active’ citizens, they face problems. Turner (2004: xvi cited in Ku and Pun 2004) for 
example comments: “modern Americans watch more television, read fewer 
newspapers, and undertake less voluntary service, producing an erosion of trust and 
active citizenship”. The context of postcolonial Hong Kong though presents a 
different scenario, one which is shaped by a fusion of neoliberal urban governance 
along with Chinese authoritarianism and which leads to a different conceptualization 
of an active citizen. Here a narrower definition exists: one which helps explain the 
dominant emphasis on economic contribution; and one white city workers embody 
most accurately. ‘Homo economicus’ (Turner 2004: xvi) – is the rational subject who 
contributes to society by working hard – and was inscribed into Hong Kong life 
through an elitist British nationality bill which (post-handover) only permitted 50,000 
HK residents right of abode in the UK. Based on strict criteria – of education, 
occupational status, and age – active and affective citizenship became politicised 
notions (c.f.Fraser 2007). I argue that it is this postcolonial and politicized context 
that continues to maintain gweilo sensibilities in Hong Kong today.  
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Citizenship in global cities is multi-layered and Hong Kong’s postcolonial 
perspective only renders it more nuanced. Concurrently, questions of race, class and 
social justice are being asked and continue to shape the inequalities within the city. 
This article has asked what kinds of citizenship exists among the city’s gweilos. It 
has asked what kinds of postcolonial subjects are being produced in these moments 
of rapid social change. Ultimately what the research has shown is that as yet, white 
city workers (even those who are permanent residents and Hong Kong citizens in 
their own right) do not make a significant contribution to achieving social justice in 
Hong Kong. Meanwhile their very presence in the city continues to play a role in 
maintaining a sense of injustice. 
 Gweilos and ethnic Chinese Hong Kongers actually share some common 
ground and present potential for greater collaboration. Both are marked by their 
identity construction in the global city and are united by a sinophobia3. There is a 
burgeoning discourse surrounding civic and political freedoms that play out in the 
banality of city life in Hong Kong and both ethnic Chinese Hong Kongers and white 
city workers are keen to stress distance between themselves and mainland Chinese. 
Mundane urbanisms of etiquette, education and civility are emphasised as being 
uniquely Hong Kongese qualities in comparison to the unruly, unkempt and 
uncivilised behaviours of mainlanders in the city. China’s booming economic 
development (which admittedly has slowed in recent times) has brought more 
mainland ‘tourists’ into the city, although as Rowen (2016: 386) in Annals of the 
American Association of Geographers has recently pointed out:  
“In the complicated sovereign and territorial topology of this ‘continent state’ 
(Callahan 2004), tourism is political instrument, provocation to protest, and 
stage of high-stakes struggle over ethnic identity, national borders, and state 
territory”.  
Mainland tourists have been blamed for further increasing living costs and cross-
border trade which has caused food and other product shortages. In the example 
that Garrett and Ho (2014) cite – the advertisement of mainland tourists depicted as 
locusts in Hong Kong – we see the epitome of anti-Chinese resentment. Rowen 
(2016: 389) states that these demonstrations “reflected an incipient nativism”. It is 
through the embodied and intersectional analysis of issues of social justice that we 
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see such opportunity for unity around this ‘local’ Hong Kong identity. As Rowen 
concludes: 
“Although many were careful to articulate their demands in the terms of 
demands for electoral reforms, cultural and embodied difference was still a 
persistent theme. ‘It’s nice to be here with each other with just Hong Kong 
people. I don’t think I’ve heard so much pure Cantonese in weeks’, said a 
twenty-six-year-old journalist. ‘This is like the Hong Kong of my youth’, said a 
forty-five-year-old salon worker”.  
While there is clear negativity through the expression of anti-Chinese sentiment, the 
promotion of localised identities presents Hong Kong society with an opportunity: 
“A focus on emotions and space, as mutually co-constituting social relations, 
productively opens up a range of tensions: across ethnic segregation and 
romanticised notions of ‘cohesion’, socio-cultural difference and ethnicity, 
institutional and personal relations” (Askins 2016: 525). 
The ‘localist’ movement is marked by controversy, with issues of more militant 
protest from Hong Kong Chinese and as a reaction the pro-Beijing government has 
called for (and succeeded with) the removal of significant localist figures from the 
democractically elected Legislative Council4. Local Hong Kongers, both white and 
ethnic Chinese could use these shared values to work more productively in 
developing a progressive citizenship in their global city. As just one example, the 
threat to the Cantonese language is significant and if white city workers made 
greater efforts to speak it, a stronger resistance could be presented to the seemingly 
relentless pressures of Mandarin. Perhaps this is too naive a hope – or as Askins 
points out above, “romanticised” – given the influence of Mandarin in international 
finance. However galvanising a localised identity can still take place if the affective 
qualities of civility and order – such key features of Hong Kong – are proactively 
protected. On a more pragmatic level, should Cantonese be more vehemently 
defended through wider usage by gweilos, then unpopular secondments to Beijing 
offices would be less necessary; with a strong rationale behind these, the 
development of institutional knowledge of Mandarin for Hong Kong’s multinational 
corporations.  
Conclusion 
Social justice in Hong Kong centres on struggles for democracy, representation and 
rights to the city and it is fuelled by inequality and injustice. Through revanchist 
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notions, ethnic Chinese Hong Kongers have been successful in inspiring a social 
movement to tackle such issues. While this movement has ‘failed’ to achieve its 
goals (which the appointment of the new Chief Executive signifies), its reigniting of 
citizenship struggles represents clear progress. Should white city workers, especially 
those who are permanent residents, develop their affective citizenship – through 
greater political engagement – then greater unity can be championed. I argue that 
should a coherent gweilo citizenship (as active and affective) – unify ethnic Chinese 
Hong Kongers and white city workers more prominently – then an even more 
representative movement, focussed on tackling injustice could form and take root.  
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1 Granted permanent residency until the age of 21, the children of expatriates must then establish their own 
resident status. They can do so by proving they have lived lawfully for seven years in Hong Kong and have 
Hong Kong as their permanent place of residence.  
2 Expatriates are defined by Fechter and Walsh (2010: 1197) as: ‘citizens of “Western” nation-states who are 
involved in temporary migration processes to destinations outside “the West”. As Knowles and Harper (2009: 
12) explain ‘expat is a widely contested term’. Like Knowles and Harper however, its usage is appropriate to 
this work as some participants in the study use this term to refer to themselves. Others use the term to define 
themselves against it. Furthermore, in an intersectional approach, Bonnett’s (2004) work helps explain how 
‘white’ and ‘Western’ are often used synonymously and these are both characteristics of the expatriate. 
3 Sinophobia is a paradoxical imaginary that labels Chinese people as both weak and effeminate yet 
simultaneously – a threatening other. Useful discussions of the term, albeit from a Mongolian perspective are 
evident within the recent work of Bille (2016). 
4 As Kris Cheng (2017) reports on the Hong Kong Free Press website, pro-democracy campaigners are again 
being charged with criminal offences for their role in the Umbrella Revolution. Despite already serving their 
sentences, they face fresh sentencing after The Court of Appeal decision. Clearly due to the ongoing nature of 
these cases, the paper cannot accurately account for them at the time of writing. Their mention here though goes 
some way to explaining the deep and pervasive sense of injustice in Hong Kong. 
                                                 
